
mark harris five came back

Mark Harris Five Came Back is a compelling exploration of the lives and
contributions of five renowned filmmakers who served in World War II and the
profound impact that their experiences had on their work. This article delves
into the context of the documentary, the filmmakers it features, and the
broader implications of their wartime experiences on the film industry and
society as a whole.

The Context of "Five Came Back"

"Five Came Back" is based on the book by Mark Harris, published in 2014. The
documentary, released on Netflix in 2017, tells the story of five influential
directors: John Ford, William Wyler, Frank Capra, George Stevens, and John
Huston. These men, who were already established in Hollywood prior to the
war, took on significant roles in the U.S. military’s film production unit
during World War II.

The documentary is not merely a historical recounting; it also serves as a
meditation on the intersection of art and war. Each of these filmmakers
approached their roles with different perspectives, shaped by their unique
personalities, beliefs, and experiences. The film highlights how their
wartime experiences influenced their later works, leaving an indelible mark
on American cinema.

The Filmmakers and Their Contributions

The five filmmakers featured in "Five Came Back" each brought their own style
and ethos to their wartime efforts. Here's a closer look at each of these
influential directors:

1. John Ford

John Ford was one of the most significant American directors of the 20th
century, known for classics like "The Searchers" and "Stagecoach."

- Military Contributions: During the war, Ford served as a commander in the
U.S. Naval Reserve and was instrumental in producing documentaries that
chronicled key battles, including the Battle of Midway.
- Impact on Cinema: His wartime experiences influenced his later films,
infusing them with a sense of realism and a deeper understanding of the human
condition.

2. William Wyler

William Wyler was known for his meticulous craftsmanship and ability to draw
powerful performances from actors.

- Military Contributions: Wyler enlisted in the Army Air Forces and created



documentary films that documented the war's realities, including "The Memphis
Belle: A Story of a Flying Fortress."
- Impact on Cinema: His experiences led to a more profound exploration of
character and morality in films such as "The Best Years of Our Lives," which
dealt with the challenges faced by veterans returning home.

3. Frank Capra

Frank Capra is celebrated for his uplifting films, including "It’s a
Wonderful Life" and "Mr. Smith Goes to Washington."

- Military Contributions: Capra directed the "Why We Fight" series, a
collection of films aimed at educating American soldiers about the reasons
for U.S. involvement in the war.
- Impact on Cinema: His wartime work emphasized the importance of democracy
and patriotism, themes that resonated in his post-war films.

4. George Stevens

George Stevens is best known for his works such as "Shane" and "Giant."

- Military Contributions: Stevens served as a combat filmmaker, capturing the
harrowing realities of war, including the liberation of concentration camps.
- Impact on Cinema: His experiences led to a shift in his filmmaking style,
where he began to focus more on the complexities of human emotions and social
issues.

5. John Huston

John Huston was a versatile director known for films like "The Maltese
Falcon" and "The African Queen."

- Military Contributions: Huston served in the Army during World War II and
directed several documentaries, including "Let There Be Light," which focused
on the psychological effects of war on soldiers.
- Impact on Cinema: Huston’s wartime experiences enriched his storytelling,
leading to a deeper exploration of themes such as morality and the human
spirit.

Thematic Exploration of War and Film

One of the central themes of "Five Came Back" is the way in which war alters
perceptions of reality and humanity. The experiences of the five filmmakers
served to reshape their understanding of storytelling and their
responsibility as artists.

1. The Burden of Truth



The filmmakers grappled with the challenge of portraying the harsh realities
of war while also inspiring hope and resilience.

- Documentary vs. Fiction: The line between documentary and narrative
filmmaking blurred as they sought to communicate the truth of their
experiences. This struggle is evident in the way they approached their post-
war projects, often infusing their narratives with a newfound depth and
complexity.

2. The Role of Propaganda

Cinematic propaganda played a significant role during the war, serving both
to recruit soldiers and to bolster public morale.

- Educational Films: The filmmakers created films that educated both soldiers
and civilians about the war, emphasizing the importance of unity and
sacrifice.
- Post-War Reflection: After the war, these films provided a lens through
which audiences could reflect on the nature of conflict and the human
experience.

3. Humanizing the Enemy

The filmmakers sought to humanize the enemy and depict the emotional toll of
war on all sides.

- Complex Narratives: Their works began to reflect a more nuanced
understanding of humanity, moving away from simplistic portrayals of good
versus evil.
- Empathy and Understanding: This shift in perspective encouraged audiences
to empathize with the struggles of others, regardless of their nationality.

The Legacy of "Five Came Back"

The legacy of the five filmmakers showcased in "Five Came Back" extends far
beyond their individual contributions to cinema.

1. Influence on Future Generations

Their experiences and the films they created have influenced generations of
filmmakers, shaping the way war stories are told on screen.

- Inspiration for New Filmmakers: Contemporary filmmakers draw inspiration
from the themes of resilience, morality, and the human experience that these
pioneers explored.

2. Reevaluation of War in Cinema



"Five Came Back" invites audiences to reevaluate the portrayal of war in
cinema and consider the responsibilities of filmmakers in representing such
profound experiences.

- Critical Conversations: The documentary has sparked critical conversations
about the ethics of war filmmaking and the impact of war on creativity and
storytelling.

Conclusion

Mark Harris's "Five Came Back" serves as a poignant reminder of the
intersection of art and war. The experiences of John Ford, William Wyler,
Frank Capra, George Stevens, and John Huston not only transformed their own
lives but also left a lasting impact on the landscape of American cinema. By
examining their stories, viewers gain insight into the complexities of war
and its profound influence on the human spirit, ultimately enriching the
narrative of film as a powerful medium for storytelling and reflection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Five Came Back' about?

'Five Came Back' is a documentary that explores the stories of five Hollywood
filmmakers who enlisted in the military during World War II and the impact
their experiences had on their careers and the film industry.

Who is Mark Harris, and what is his role in 'Five
Came Back'?

Mark Harris is an author and film historian who wrote the book 'Five Came
Back: A Story of Hollywood and the Second World War,' which the documentary
is based on. He provides insights into the filmmakers' experiences and their
contributions to wartime cinema.

Which filmmakers are featured in 'Five Came Back'?

The documentary highlights five filmmakers: Frank Capra, John Huston, John
Ford, George Stevens, and William Wyler, detailing their military service and
how it influenced their filmmaking styles and narratives.

What themes are explored in 'Five Came Back'?

The documentary examines themes such as the intersection of art and war, the
moral complexities faced by the filmmakers, and how their wartime experiences
shaped their storytelling and perspectives on humanity.

How has 'Five Came Back' influenced contemporary
views on war films?

'Five Came Back' has influenced contemporary views by highlighting the
responsibility of filmmakers to portray the realities of war, encouraging



modern creators to consider the ethical implications of their narratives and
the impact of war on society.

What is the significance of the title 'Five Came
Back'?

The title 'Five Came Back' signifies not only the return of the five
filmmakers from war but also reflects the broader theme of how their
experiences changed them and their work, marking a return to Hollywood with
new perspectives on storytelling.
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